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The classical music canon is represented by the programs of symphonies around the
world, with music ranging from so-called “warhorses” of the classical canon such as Mozart,
Bach, and Beethoven to new composers and forgotten composers. We used ideas from
community ecology to study the dominance, emergence and extinction of composers in the
canon, treating orchestras as sites, composers as genera, and their pieces as species within the
genus. Our data set consists of 133,694 performances by nine orchestras from around the world
over the period from 1842-2014, representing over 5000 individual composers. We used Species
Abundance Distribution analysis on a subset of 593 composers who were performed at least 20
times to understand whether the canon is becoming more or less diverse, and nested analysis of
the performance of specific pieces to discover the trends of diversity within common and rare
composers. We link these results with logistic regression analysis that tracks which individual
composers increase or decrease over our time frame. In initial results, we find that rare
composers make up a vast majority of the total performances, as is typical in ecological
communities. We additionally modeled the species abundance distributions for each of our nine
orchestras over time using a variation of the Power Law distribution with the exponent s. From
this analysis we discovered that the overall average of the power s is 1.52 and increases by about
0.178 per century, showing that the diversity of the canon is indeed getting larger. Our next steps
will identify the aspects of the specific composers that contribute to this increase, such as date of
birth, country of origin, and diversity of pieces played, and to ultimately test whether the forces
that drive change in ecological communities are mirrored by those in the classical music canon.
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